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Seen/Unseen, The MilSpouse Project
Michelle Henning, Art Department, BFA
Lilla Samson, Art Department (Emerita)

I’m 54 years old, born Yankee but a Texas transplant at age 10, almost all my family is still there. Spouse is from
Dallas; we met at a Friday night football game in my high school through a mutual friend, in 1982, when I was
16. Married 32 years and counting. Active duty as of 1991; coming up on 31 years in under two months, and
still serving! The Army is letting him go up to 33 years if he can stand it.
What is your family structure? Any interesting birth stories?
We have one child, a daughter who’s in her mid-20s now. She came quite early, about 6 weeks in fact, before
I’d taken any Lamaze class or anything to prepare. Totally scary event, with her arrival ok in the end. She stayed
in the NICU 8 days. It was on the 4th day that I was visiting her there that I fell head over heels in love with her.
Up until that day I was in a fog still. But I’d been gazing at her and she was holding my finger and she turned her
tiny head and looked straight at me through the incubator, and I was done for.
What about extended family? How often are you able to see them?
Not often enough. Our first assignment in DC was the closest we’d ever been near any family, as my brother
lived there, so it was a treat to be able to see him routinely. I miss my family pretty much all the time.

Introduction
• I was a military spouse for 20 years. To honor this closing
chapter of my life, I developed a project to interview and paint
several military friends.
• The focus is on the overlooked, often unseen, Military Spouse.
This is not absolute, and it is not to detract from the service of
the soldier; but a celebration of the inspiring people that form
the group known as "MilSpouses".
• I decided to interview former and current military spouses that
I know personally. Collecting the good, bad, happy, and painful
stories, I looked for the threads that bind us. The reason for
choosing to make this a personal project was to illustrate a
common theme; there are thousands of these same
connections in each military community.
• This is a small glimpse of those who stand beside their soldiers.
Although the stories are anonymous, they show how we really
are not that different from “civilian spouses”.

Interviewing/Modeling during Covid
• I coordinated with my volunteers over zoom, email, and
FaceTime. Some of them preferred to be interviewed, while
others chose to write their own stories.
• I completed seven oil paintings (3 more in progress) that
represent the strength and spirit of these friends to accompany
the stories, while keeping their identities secure (thus the works
are all “Untitled”). I worked from reference photos they sent.
Some as far as Korea!
• This project has morphed into something truly special for me. It
turned out to be frustratingly limited due to Covid, so I plan on
continuing my project…as long as I have volunteers!
• The full project will be exhibited at Hera Gallery, 10 High
Street, Wakefield, RI. June 25-July23.

Are you a “military brat”?
No; this military life was a really rude awakening for me when it got going. It took years for me to become
accustomed to it.
How many deployments/training? Is there an interesting deployment story or Murphy’s Law story?
I can’t even count how many—multiple dozens if including trainings. Five outright deployments. In early
deployments (late 1990s) he’d call from a satellite phone and we’d have to say “over” every time we finished
speaking, so anachronistic! He missed our daughter’s first birthday, too.
How many PCS’s? (Permanent Change of Station) Any interesting PCS story?
10 PCSs, with the worst in terms of damage when we moved from San Antonio to Fort Drum…the company
assigned to us got struck off because of it! The most challenging was when I moved to Germany with a 6month-old baby, a cat and my spouse came in from a weeks-long training rotation to pick us up in Frankfurt. He
had to return to the field the next day for three more weeks, so he left us in an apartment with a few
furnishings and no food, no money, no car (I had to get an international driver’s license before I could drive),
and no phone. That was my first experience of relying totally on the kindness of strangers in the form of
awesome military spouses: neighbors took me to the commissary, a person I’d met once babysat so I could take
the driver’s training and test and pick up the car. Took a long time for my husband to live all that down! It was
so unlike him to leave us in the lurch, but his commander had cut no slack.
When you get to a new duty station what are some of the very first things you do?
When our daughter was young, we’d scope out the schools and the swim teams; swimming was our way to set
up a community no matter where we were.
What do you think are some quirks about military life that are different from civilian?
The instant bonds of military spouse life are very different, and the self-reliance that comes with having to be
capable and independent if you want any sort of gratifying life at all. I see many civilian friends who’ve rarely
lived outside of their home city or state, and they don’t seem to be as resilient.
Do you or have you ever volunteered (Family Readiness Group “FRG”, etc.)?
Yes, but I didn’t like the commander spouse role. I hated it, in fact, and did not thrive in it. I did like being part
of the women’s social groups that were volunteer, especially at Fort Sam Houston. I was the newsletter editor,
which fed my editing side for years, and loved helping at the thrift shop.
Briefly describe your experience within the social/cultural structure of the military lifestyle.
I have become more outgoing with time and more willing to open myself up to friendships. It was hard at first
because I was so resentful of the military taking my spouse’s time and attention. I really stewed in it for a long
time and regret that immensely. Once I grew past that I came to treasure the women (it’s been entirely
women) I’ve been in communities with. It’s still hard to make friends sometimes, but I still throw myself out
there for it. Fortunately, I am best friends with my spouse, and in the last 6 years he’s been far more homebased, and we’ve been able to reconnect.

